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What does East Asia Learn from Nineteen Eighty-Four ? 
 
Esho Muraishi 
 
My Personal Reading of 1984 
 
1984 consists of the Novel, or the core text, and the adjacent Appendix, or a grammar book. Many will 
read the text first, then, study the grammar book; however, vice versa is also possible. In this regard, to 
name only a few of the particular positions of this literary work, this novel is unique, which by all means, 
should not be regarded as a flaw. 
The apocalyptic drama of the text 1984 opens on a cold day in April, 1984 and ends on a vile, biting 
day in March, 1985; it depicts the world where there is no darkness, just like a white-tiled corridor which 
the last man in Europe walks down. The internal structure of 1984 is symbolically composed with the 
dichotomy and the metaphor of the number 3. This may remind the reader of the prelude to Macbeth, 
which Orwell highly appreciated as the most well composed work of all Shakespeare’s works: 
 
Witch 1: When shall we three meet again? / In thunder, lightning, or in rain? 
Witch 2: When the hurlyburly’s done. / When the battle’s lost and won. 
 Witch 3: That will be ere the set of sun. 
 ----------------------- 
 All:    Fair is foul, and foul is fair: / Hover through the fog and filthy air. 
 
The dichotomic or binomial usages, including puns are found here and there throughout the text, and they, 
each being related to the others, produce a yet further complexity of the in-depth meaning of 
“doublethink,” like a Russian doll. The vocabulary that refers to the dichotomy in the labyrinthine world 
of 1984 includes the following: 
 
double personalities of O’Brian and Mr. Charrington, doublethink; the respective Party slogans: War 
is Peace / Freedom is Slavery / Ignorance is Strength; Big Brother vs. Emmanuel Goldstein; the 
Inner Party vs Brotherhood; Oceania and an certain strong financial influence behind it, implied by 
the use of dollars; Under the spreading chestnut tree --- There lie they, and here lie we, etc. 
 
The phrases that come under the symbol 3 and the symbols suggesting the notion of 3 are: 
 
    the 3 Parts of the text; the three super powers---Oceania,Eurasia and Eastasia; the triangle structure    
of the Party; the three Party slogans, the three distinctive women in this novel: Julia, “a girl as the 
rose-hip,” the “prole” woman “like a block of granite” and the phantom of  Winston’s mother        
appearing in his day dream; The Ministry of Truth building as an enormous pyramidal structure, and           
so forth. 
 
The number three, itself, appears abundantly throughout the text: the same note for 30 seconds; 3,000 
clothing coupons; the physical jerks in 3 minutes; 300 meters; 3,000 rooms, the clock striking 13, and on 
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and on. The use of dichotomy and the triangle metaphor gives 1984 a certain structural and literary 
consistency.   
As regards the basic reading of 1984, I agree with Bernard Crick’s remark: 
 
     Nineteen Eighty-Four is not Animal Farm. Scholars and critics have come out with very 
divergent readings of it, and political body-snatchers are shameless. It is far less accessible than it 
seems: it is a complex text ─ not straightforward at all ─ and both the meaning and the 
balance of some of its diverse themes depend heavily on a knowledge of the contemporary 
context.------There is no doubt that Nineteen Eighty-Four is the most complex of his books and 
the diversity of  interpretations is striking. (Crick, p. 4) 
 
  Accepting the diversity of interpretations, it can be said that the meaning of power, especially the in-
depth and real meaning of political power innate to humanity is demonstrated explicitly or implicitly, 
symbolically or metaphorically; in other words, the work of 1984 implies more than what Orwell himself 
intends to mean therein. 
  Once again, to quote Crick’s remark, “There is no single message in Nineteen Eighty-Four: it contains 
multiple messages, “manifold” meanings”. (Crick, p.5) No single message will mean the possibility of 
multiple interpretations by the reader, who lives in various historical and social situations. I, as a 
Japanese reader may be allowed to make my own interpretation of this politically motivated literary 
work --- a novel, yes, a novel in that, as every time it is read, a new image of humanity in the political 
context resurfaces, depending upon the reader’s caliber. 
I still wonder what kind of smile is hidden beneath the dark moustache of the Big Brother. 
 
Orwell’s Criticism of Modern Western Intellectualism and Intellectuals 
 
In ‘Why I Write’ (June, 1946), Orwell writes about the four great motives for writing: 
     1. Sheer egoism 
     2. Aesthetic enthusiasm 
     3. Historical impulse 
     4. Political purpose 
 
  He honestly confesses that the first 3 motives outweigh the fourth by nature, but, he adds, “The 
Spanish war and other events in 1936-7 turned the scale and thereafter I knew where I stood. Every line 
of serious work that I have written since 1936 has been written, directly or indirectly, against 
totalitarianism and for democratic Socialism, as I understand it.” Then, in a ‘Letter to Francis A. Henson 
(extract)’, he says: 
 
     “My recent novel (Nineteen Eighty-Four) is NOT intended as an attack on socialism, or on the        
British Labor Party (of which I am a supporter) but as a show-up of the perversions to which a        
centralized economy is liable, and which have already been partly realized in Communism and        
fascism. I do not believe that the kind of society I describe will arrive, but I believe (allowing of         
course for the fact that the book is a satire) something resembling it could arrive. I believe also that         
totalitarian ideas have taken root in the minds of intellectuals (my underline) everywhere, and I 
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have tried to draw these ideas out to their logical consequences.  The scene of the book is laid in 
Britain in order to emphasize that the English-speaking races are not innately better than anyone 
else and that totalitarianism, if not fought against, could triumph anywhere.”(CE,p.564) 
 
Accepting Orwell’s own explanations of his writing motive and his intention of writing 1984, I 
understand that the key issue in 1984 is totalitarian ideas in the minds of intellectuals. What I mean by 
“the minds of intellectuals” is not that all intellectuals in modern world are totalitarian-minded, but that it 
is in the minds of intellectuals that any totalitarian idea is born, or any political organization is the 
hierarchical structure consisting of such intellectuals. 
  It may be too simplified to say as above, but Orwell’s position rests as “always a feeling of 
partisanship, a sense of injustice.  When I sit down to write a book, I do not say to myself, ‘I am going 
to produce a work of art,’ I write it because there is some lie that I want to expose, some fact to which I 
want to draw attention, and my initial concern is to get a hearing.” (‘Why I Write’).  Moreover, Cyril 
Connolly once said, “I was a stage rebel, Orwell a true one.” Orwell almost physiologically hated 
hypocrisy, snobbishness, lies or any connotations related to the like that can be most found in the minds 
of modern Western intellectuals and among them, no matter whether they are liberal or conservative, 
fascist or communist, or right wing or left wing. This seems to have developed as he was approaching or 
preparing for his death. Signs of such attitude could be seen in Orwell’s confrontational episodes on 
occasions where some intellectuals or high brows were present. 
   About 9 months before he died, in the sanatorium bed in Gloucestershire, he made a remark as 
follows; 
 
     “Curious effect, here in the sanatorium, on Easter Sunday, when the people in this (the most     
expensive) block of chalets’ mostly have visitors, of hearing large numbers of upper-class English    
voices. I have been almost out of the sound of them for two years, ------ my ears growing more & 
more used to working-class or lower-middle-class Scottish voices. In the hospital at Hairmyres, for 
instance, I literally never heard a ‘cultivated’ accent except when I had a visitor. ------ And what 
voices! A sort of over-fedness, a fatuous self-confidence, a constant bah-bahing of laughter about 
nothing, above all a sort of heaviness and richness combined with a fundamental ill-will - people 
who, one instinctively feels, without even being able to see them, are the enemies of anything 
intelligent or sensitive or beautiful. No wonder everyone hates us so.”(CE,Vol.4,p.578) 
 
In this regard, Orwell has a lot in common with D.H. Lawrence, whose literary genius he most highly 
appreciated. And, Orwell is a person who “loves the surface of the earth,” compared to those intellectuals 
who love abstract theories, and put the world in order with some political designs or theories. O’Brian in 
1984 represents a typical intellectual’s hypocrisy. 
  Therefore, 1984 can be read as a strong protest against “modern intellectuals”, many of them proud of 
higher education, or assuming high posts in some governmental offices, and some of them providing 
political advice or strategies to actually or potentially leading politicians.  As a matter of fact, all 
dictators especially in modern times have been most likely aided and flanked by “intellectuals”, and the 
nature of those intellectuals do not love “the surface of the earth” as Orwell understands it, but they are 
those who don’t believe that “ the sky is the same for everybody, in Eurasia or Eastasia, as well as here 
and the people under the sky are also very much the same - everywhere, all over the world, hundreds of 
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thousands of millions of people just like this, people ignorant of one another’s existence, held apart by 
walls of hatred and lies” (in 1984, is and are should read ‘was’ and ‘were’) . 
Throughout history, generally speaking, intellectuals, especially political theorists have so far 
composed a variety of isms and invented various forms of world-view under which people are to be 
controlled under the supervision of some elite people who want to control as they want with a certain 
designed principle. During Orwell’s times how many British intellectuals endowed with higher education 
within a certain academic circles, who were attracted by the then totalitarian ideas were there!  During 
his times, some European intellectuals, wise, clever or shrewd, within one academic circle or another, 
who were supposed to thoroughly understand their Western ways of thinking were indeed attracted by 
some abstract political ideas. It was no wonder that a French communist idea leapt at a naive, 
academically poor Cambodian student like Pol Pot (1925 – 1998). Pol Pot rejected Capitalism, Western 
culture, city life, religion, and all foreign influences. He dreamt about a ‘pure and sincere agrarian 
Utopia’ under ‘Democratic’ Kampuchea; the dream was realized with the result of an estimated 1.7 – 2.5 
million deaths of its people. 
1984 is written strongly affected with a political purpose, and in this regard, 1984 should be read by 
students who wish to analyze political science. It is recommended particularly to those who do study 
political science in order to avoid danger innate in political theories and organizations built upon them. 
Why Orwell initially gave the work the title “The Last Man in Europe” is not that he was disillusioned 
with Europe but desperately wanted to guard the best quality of European, especially West European 
human value such as ‘human decency’ as he cherished, or liberty or freedom of expression, which have 
been acquired through a long history of Europe, if it had been tainted with a huge amount of blood and 
agony. 
Thus, Orwell’s 1984 is the pathology of what is inherent in the most possible adverse case in the 
European political intellectualism that culminated in WW2. 
 
What do Intellectuals in East Asia Learn from 1984? 
 
  “If liberty means anything at all, it means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear”, said 
Orwell in an unpublished preface to Animal Farm. But, if you read 1984 carefully, you will understand 
‘liberty’ as a slogan can be easily abused in the frame of reference of ‘doublethink’. Actually, some 
intellectuals in various parts of our society are always committing ‘thought crime’ involuntarily or 
intentionally, explicitly or implicitly, as ‘thought crime’ may be for or against ‘Thought Police’.  If you 
read 1984, you will see that committing ‘doublethink’ sometimes can be the same as evading it. This is 
why 1984 is a novel, a literary work, always never failing to allow the reader to read between lines as it 
attracts you by Orwell’s good prose. ‘Good prose is like a windowpane’ (‘Why I Write’), and you can see 
the landscape in 1984 through the windowpane as Orwell’s good prose. 
Further, needless to say, various notions like “liberty, freedom, human rights”, etc. are abstract ideas 
which have been produced by Western intellectuals in the Western history, and can be applied to any 
concrete social situation the way one intends to. They can be like ‘soft weapons’, which Asian 
intellectuals have not been able to produced in their societies. So many modern intellectuals in East Asia 
have been suffering ‘inferiority complex’ about Western culture to various degrees, for various reasons at 
various periods of their history. 
  However, intellectuals, Oriental or Occidental, should realize that a striving ethos of the Western 
 
 
 105
intellectualism has been developing as it almost always overwrites what has been disapproved by what 
has been approved by the majority of Western intellectuals. After colonialism, Western intellectuals talk 
about post-colonialism in an effort to overcome what negative connotations colonialism involves. 
However, the fact is that civil wars, political turmoil and ethnic conflicts prevailing in Africa, Myanmar, 
Afghanistan, and other parts of the world even today are apparently  residual effects of colonialism, 
which could not have been able to be solved by Western intellectual political theories under various 
theoretical nominations or isms such as post-colonialism, deconstruction, existentialism, etc. 
If you go through modern Western political literatures as you read 1984, you may find some typical 
tendencies there in terms of personal attributes and ideas as follows: 
 
1.Simplification of complexity of human history, and abstract comprehension of human history; 
        therefore that comprehension is actually unrealistic; 
      2.An ethos for controlling or at least educating people disregarding the various historical stages 
of their traditional human relationship; 
      3.Emotional slogans which represent some political theories with the notion of antagonism and 
        confrontation; 
4. Fixation with theories once established, if they refer to change and transformation; 
5. Belief in theories for the sake of them; 
      6.Presence of theorists who are likely to be attached to their theories, forgetting about the faces of  
        ordinary people. 
 
Liberty, freedom of expression, human rights, democracy, and so forth can be respectively interpreted all 
as their antonyms in their application to the reality in the world of 1984. In 1984, the three slogans read:  
 
      “War is Peace / Freedom is Slavery / Ignorance is Strength.” 
 
By the same token, they could be interpreted: 
 
      “Peace is War / Slavery is Freedom / Strength is Ignorance.” 
 
By the same token, yet again, what does each set of the above three slogans put together suggest? The 
reading of each set of those slogans, and all slogans put together encourages the reader of 1984 to 
imagine a successive implicit linkage of one layer upon another of connotation. 
  In East Asia, nowadays China is surely stronger every year, emerging from the backstage in West-
dominated world history, and has already started to realize its potential power, economic, political and 
accordingly military, to expand beyond its own Great Walls which have for so long kept China in as well 
as kept others out. 
However, unlike Europe, in China there is no God, no Winston Smiths and no common grounds like 
Greek philosophy and the Judeo-Christian religious ethos, and it is a land where the grammar of the 
Indo-European does not apply; the grammar of China is completely different from that of Oceania. So, 
it’s rather easy to criticize the negative elements of what has been done and what is going on in 
contemporary East Asia and China in the eyes of modern Western intellectuals and activists from the 
Western perspective. However, abstract ideas such as liberty, freedom of expression, human rights, 
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themselves are not objectives to be realized; what should always be realized is ‘human decency’ as 
Orwell understands it, or secure living conditions for ordinary people. 
 
1984 and Some Vision of the Future of East Asia 
 
   It has been a big issue to the Asian intellectuals how Japan, China and Korea deal with 
“modernization”, being imposed upon by the West since 19th century. However, even today, what is 
going on around the globe is still a striving ethos of the West, which is proud of having achieved 
“modernization.” with such software tools of democracy, human rights, freedom of expression as 
ideological weapons. 
  What is most vulnerable of the three major countries of East Asia seems now to be China, ─and India 
might be a big issue, if she continues to emerge as an economic giant─considering such a vast territory, 
such a multi-ethnic population, the tradition of ancient bureaucracy which has inherited all the problems 
as unsolved which started since the Qin dynasty. 
  I do not know how the present leading Chinese dissidents read Orwell’s 1984, and if they appreciate 
the book or not. Orwell could have been able to criticize the British colonialism, based upon his direct 
experiences in Burma; however, Burma then was an underdeveloped country as compared to the mighty 
Imperial British Empire. Orwell would have been able to observe the political situation of Burma from a 
Western perspective. But, is it possible for East Asian intellectuals observe East Asia from their “Eastern 
perspective”?  Or, do they have their own East Asian way of thinking, with which they can criticize 
themselves or the Western civilization?  If they criticize East Asia or China, aren’t they thinking in the 
frame of the Western political ethos? Isn’t it possible for them to think independent of what they have 
inherited in a long Chinese intellectual history? Don’t they find any more valuable intellectual tradition 
in the long Chinese history than the Western intellectual heritage? Once Arthur Koestler, referring to 
Japan, said; If East is East; and West is West / Where will Japan come to rest?  By the same token, 
where will China rest? However, what future vision does the West have now? 
According to the world division in 1984, East Asia should means a vast area, covering Japan, Taiwan, 
the main land China, North Korea and South Korea, and the future of Japan and that of China are closely 
interwoven. How can East Asian intellectuals issue their own messages for their people and the rest of 
the world? However, from studying George Orwell, I think there may be some motions for the future of 
East Asia as follows: 
 
    1. Asian intellectuals in China, Taiwan, Japan, and South Korea, wherever they may belong or stand 
in a given society, talk and exchange their opinions on various pending political problems in an 
affirmative manner, as carefully avoiding the negative intentions implied in 1984. 
    2. Asian intellectuals discuss and reexamine problems inherent to the Western history from a         
civilizational perspective, in collaboration with intellectuals in the West. 
    3. Asian intellectuals revaluate the Hanzi literature, written in the analogue signs, compared to the 
Western literature written in the phonetic Alphabet; the Hanzi literature is the common cultural 
heritage in China, Japan, and Korea; any people who are not proud of their own language can not 
produce their own culture, as literature is the basis of culture. 
    4. Asian intellectuals study once again what “freedom and equality” really means in their own 
country and for their people, and search for some spiritual value corresponding to freedom and 
 
 
 107
equality for the world, avoiding the hegemonic way of thinking. 
 
  To read Orwell requires a special kind of intellectual effort that should be made against any 
hypocritical motivations  inherent in any, independent or academic, intellectual’s political activities. 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
This paper is based on the paper, presented on May 21, 2011, at Tunghai University, Taichung, Taiwan. 
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